The overlap, interaction and rivalry between medical herbalism and official medicine in Britain form an interesting subject. This book sets out to illustrate these interconnections using the history of one family business of herbalists. Napiers was founded in 1860 by Duncan Napier and is now a thriving multi-outlet business.

The book is divided into three parts. The first is an over-ambitious world history of herbalism. Such a vast subject cannot be adequately covered in seventy pages. Strictly, much of this first part is a history of medicine rather than of herbalism itself, and it is perhaps unwise of the author to try to cover such disparate traditions as the ancient Babylonian, Roman, Arabic, Chinese and Indian ones. Since the aim of the book is to present the history of one firm of Edinburgh herbalists, it might have been preferable to omit much of this and concentrate on the origin and history of herbalism in Britain. Part two is a history of Scottish herbalism, and this is interesting and totally relevant to the theme of the book. The third part is a history of Napiers of Edinburgh, and this I found fascinating. It is illustrated with contemporary photographs and traces the rise and fall of the business from its birth in 1860 to the death of the last of the Napier herbalists in 1978, and the subsequent modernization and expansion of the business. This is an authentic and valuable account consisting of hitherto unpublished material.

The book contains five appendices. The first is an account of a modern herbalist and her introduction to the business of Napiers. The second is an account of what the author calls "traditional herbalism", a hybrid term in that it is unclear whether he means healing by a professional or by folk medicine as practised by uneducated rural communities. The third appendix lists herbs used in the Highlands, and again it is unclear whether this refers to the herbs used solely by trained herbalists, or those used in official medicine, or those that might be strictly regarded as folk herbs. Appendix four is a partial autobiography written by Duncan Napier, the founder of the firm. This is original material, presented in print for the first time, and deserves a more prominent position in the book. Lastly, appendix five consists of some of the case notes written by Duncan Napier in his practice, with comments written by a present-day medical herbalist. What a pity to leave the best till last!

Each part of this book has its own interest but, for me at least, the multiple sections do not gel together to form a cohesive whole. The book does not profess to be an academic work of reference, but nevertheless its lack of a bibliography is a pity. There are a large number of misprints in botanical names, irritating to any botanist reader, and some other unfortunate misprints including "dioxin" (a synthetic poison) for digoxin, the heart drug obtained originally from foxgloves.

Whilst appreciating the aim of the author to put into context the part-autobiography of Duncan Napier, I think the book would have benefited from a change of emphasis. It should perhaps have begun with a briefer introduction not to world but to Scottish herbalism, then proceeded to the life and times of Duncan Napier, and finished with modern herbalist comment. Such a structure might have produced a more cohesive whole. There is a lot of valuable and fascinating material here, which deserves to be better highlighted.
